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Customer  Services  Supports  Centre  Trends 


Customer  Services  Support  Centres  are  in  use 
among  the  majority  of  IT  vendors,  as  the  key  focal 
point  of  the  supplier's  customer  services  operation. 

Among  the  full  range  equipment  suppliers,  the 
Support  Centre  is  now  facing  a  number  of 
challenges  brought  on  by  the  commoditisation  of 
hardware  products  and  the  consequent  margin 
pressures: 

Inhibiting  factors  impacting  the  'unbundling' 
process  for  new  services 

•  Identification  of  (pre-sales)  professional  services 
opportunities 

•  Maintenance  of  service  quality  as  cost-cutting 
exercises  take  effect. 

The  Support  Centre  has  a  tendency  to  symbolise  the 
earlier  assumption  of  the  inclusive  nature  of  service, 
i.e.,  service  is  included  as  part  of  the  purchaser's 
deal  with  the  vendor.  This  inhibits  the  required 
'unbundling'  of  services,  which  is  part  of  the  trend 
embodied  in  the  support  of  systems  on  open 
platforms. 


Many  Support  Centres  act  purely  as  post-sales 
entities,  bringing  their  value-added  to  the 
operation  and  maintenance  phases  of  the  system 
life-cycle.  Many  of  the  new  service  opportunities 
arise  at  other  phases  in  this  cycle  and  are  not  reme- 
dial in  nature.  Scarce  resources  needed  to  exploit 
these  professional  services  growth  areas  might  by 
default  be  husbanded  within  the  Support  Centre 
organisation,  thereby  causing  the  vendor  to  miss  out 
on  worthwhile  service  contracts  and  bids. 

In  the  current  climate  the  majority  of  equipment 
vendors  (there  are,  of  course,  some  notable  excep- 
tions) have  accepted  that  growth  and  profit  both  go 
hand-in-hand  with  an  increasing  emphasis  being 
placed  on  services.  We  might  have  expected  to  see 
a  corresponding  decline  in  the  position  of  the  Sup- 
port Centre.  However,  the  evidence  is  that  many 
vendors  have  concluded  that  more  support  of  all 
types — for  hardware,  software  or  networks — can 
only  be  offered  with  profit  by  the  increasing  use  of 
remote  support  facilities,  which  are  most  easily 
offered  through  central  or  regional  support  cenu^es. 
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The  PC  vendor  Dell  has  led  the  way  in  meeting 
these  challenges  by  making  the  Support  Centre 
concept  into  the  focal  point  of  its  service  differen- 
tiation which  mirrors  its  almost  total  reliance  on 
telephone  sales.  All  activities  needed  to  progress  a 
customer  through  the  system  life-cycle  are  available 
from  a  telephone  centre: 

•  Sales  and  marketing 

•  Order  and  delivery  progressing 

•  Post-sales  support 

•  General  enquiries. 

Exhibit  1  summarises  the  three  key  factors 
impacting  the  Support  Centre  organisation  in  1993. 


Exhibit  1 


Key  Drivers  for  Developments  In 
the  Support  Centre 


•  Increase  the  chargeable  workload  on  a  rising 
curve  of  support  contracts,  thus  offering  the 
possibility  to  retain  existing  headcount  levels  or 
even  expand  them  through  recruitment. 

INPUT'S  1993  research  finds  that  in  practice  a 
combination  of  both  these  techniques  is  being 
implemented  in  a  number  of  vendor  organisations: 

•  Vendors  such  as  Stratus  and  IBM  have  re- 
allocated cenain  of  their  support  functions  to 
have  a  regional  European  remit  in  order  to  assist 
in  cost  spreading  across  a  wider  customer  base 
than  would  be  the  case  if  the  functions  were 
replicated  at  national  level. 


INPUT  expects  Compaq  to 
re-engineer  its  support  func- 
tions along  similar  lines, 
reallocating  functions  between 
national  and  pan-European 
units 


Stabilise  or  lower  unit  costs  of  support 

-  Share  scarce  resources 

-  Improve  individual  productivity 
Support  third-parly  or  'alien'  products 

-  Hardware  —  Multi-vendor  configurations 

-  Software  —  Standard  PC  products 

Major  DBMSs 

Review  the  escalation  process  to  ensure  quality 


Source:  INPUT 


Lowering  Unit  Support  Costs 

There  are  basically  two  ways  of  lowering  unit 
support  costs: 

•   Cut  the  headcount  with  a  static  workload,  thus 
forcing  each  member  of  suppon  staff  to  feel  the 
need  to  become  more  productive 


Digital  in  the  U.K.  reports  that 
1992  saw  a  large  increase  in  its 
call-handling  volumes,  as  a 
result  of  twin  factors: 

-  Installed  base  growth  is 
taking  place  naturally  under 
the  impact  of  the  spread  of 
distributed  open  systems 

-  The  company  is  now 
supporting  more  standard 
PC  products  from  the 
industry's  leading  software 
vendors. 
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The  situation  with  IBM  is  highly  fluid  as  the 
.        company  struggles  to  get  its  costs  under 

control  with  an  altogether  slimmer  organisation.  In 
its  German  subsidiary,  which  appears  to  be  the 
most  advanced  in  its  reorganisation  of  all  the 
subsidiaries  in  Europe,  support  centres,  which  used 
to  specialise  by  geographical  region  or  by  hard- 
ware and  software,  are  being  replaced  by  new 
national  centres  that  specialise  by  type  of  unit,  i.e., 
there  is  one  centre  for  printers,  others  for  PCs,  AIX 
or  MVS  systems,  etc.  These  new  centres  will  be 
responsible  for  all  types  of  problem  whether  of  a 
hardware,  a  software  or  a  services  nature. 

Sun  Microsystems  (Sun)  has  recently  been  putting 
most  effort  into  improvement  of  the  front  end  of  its 
despatching  system,  since  speed  of  call  answering 
and  precision  of  problem  definition  had  previously 
left  room  for  improvement.  In  contrast  to  Digital, 
Sun  reports  that  call  volumes  have  now  plateaued 
in  the  U.K.,  due  principally  to  the  increased 
reliability  of  software.  Their  new  SunSpectrum 
family  of  service  programmes  (see  Research  Bulle- 
tin Vol.  IV  No.  8)  is  set  to  reverse  this  trend. 

^  Supporting  Third-Party  Products 

A  key  issue  affecting  the  future  of  the  Support 
Centre  is  the  issue  of  third-party  software 
products  and  their  increasing  use  in  an  open  net- 
worked environment.  The  impact  on  vendors 
comes  in  three  ways: 

•  To  what  extent  do  these  products  interact  with  a 
given  vendor's  own  products,  making  problem 
identification  that  much  more 

complex 

•  To  what  extent  will  the  user  expect  support  to 
be  included  in  the  maintenance  contract/war- 
ranty provided  by  the  'primary'  vendor,  but 
nominally  only  to  cover  its  own  products 

•  How  credible  is  it  for  any  vendor  to  offer  sup- 
port on  all  products  which  may  be 
accessible  via  an  open  network? 


Sun  has  tackled  the  first  of  these  areas  by  putting 
the  emphasis  on  diagnostic  tools.  Currently  Sun 
does  not  offer  specific  multivendor  services  as 
such.  Instead  its  standard  contracts  aim  to 
support  the  network  which  is  the  system,  as  far  as 
they  are  concerned.  The  main  strategy  for 
handling  problems  which  arise  through  the 
connection  to  the  network  of  any  'alien'  products, 
hard  or  soft,  is  to  make  use  of  sophisticated 
software  tools,  developed  within  the  company 
itself,  for  problem  isolation  and  identification.  The 
objective  is  to  be  able  to  pinpoint  the  device  or 
module  responsible  for  any  service  degradation  on 
the  network.  Sun  could  be  said  to  be  more  in  the 
business  of  assisting  the  user  in  'finger- 
pointing'  at  the  relevant  'offending'  vendor;  this 
being  achieved  by  licensing  the  tools  as  products  to 
users. 

INPUT  expects  to  see  Sun  become  more  formal  in 
the  way  they  handle  support  for  third-party  prod- 
ucts, in  an  effort  to  gain  more  straight  services 
revenue.  Sun's  new  set  of  services  (see 
Research  Bulletin  Vol.  IV  No.  8)  are  aimed  at 
supporting  all  Sun's  approved  standard  system 
software  products,  all  as  part  of  the  normal 
support  contract.  Alien  software  products  can  be 
formally  supported  but  on  a  chargeable  RFQ 
(Request  for  quotation)  basis. 

Digital  has  pursued  the  route  of  making  the  leading 
software  products  available  as  standard  DEC- 
supported  products.  The  third-party  products  are 
then  able  to  attract  the  whole  range  of  Digital's 
support  and  maintenance  services.  In  many  cases 
these  products  and  the  support  contracts  can  now 
be  ordered  through  the  company's  mail  order 
facility. 

Managing  the  Escalation  Process 

Escalation  procedures  are  going  through  a  period 
of  review  in  which  a  trade-off  is  being  established 
within  each  major  vendor's  environment  between 
the  formality  of  escalation  procedures  which  have 
their  origins  in  engineering-oriented  hardware 
maintenance  departments  and  the  more  flexible 
approach  needed  to  tackle  unusual  software- 
oriented  problems. 
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The  main  trends  in  Support  Centres  which  impact 
escalation  procedures  are: 

•  Specialisation  by  type  of  hardware  unit/type  of 
software  module.  This  is  needed  to  cope  with 
the  increasing  number  of  combinations  of 
problem,  which  can  be  encountered  in  an  Open 
Systems  environment 

•  Desire  to  keep  to  a  minimum  the  number  of 
technical  people  with  whom  an  individual  user 
will  interface  during  the  course  of  an  online 
fault  correction  session. 

In  its  Customer  Support  Centre  at  Basingstoke, 
U.K.,  Digital  no  longer  uses  a  set  of  hierarchic 
escalation  procedures.  Instead,  there  is  a 
special  section  called  the  Exception 
Management  team  whose  job  it  is  to  progress 
difficult  situations,  i.e.,  ones  which  have  not  been 
resolved  within  a  typical  or  adequate  repair  time. 
These  situations  come  to  their  attention  through  the 
Al-based  call  logging  and  management  system, 
which  is  available  to  all  the  support  centre  staff 
from  the  moment  they  pick  up  the  incoming  call, 
whether  it  be  from  a  customer  or  from  a  Digital 
engineer  in  the  field. 

The  standard  criterion  is  the  need  to  have  assessed 
a  fault  within  1/2  to  1  hour  of  an  incoming  support 
request,  before  it  gets  referred.  This  team  of  ex- 
ception managers  operates  under  the  overall  guid- 
ance of  the  managerial  section,  the  section  where 
the  managers  of  each  problem-solving  team  or 
group  sit  and  work  together,  themselves  acting  also 
as  a  team. 


Escalation  is  much  less  formal  on  the  software  side 
than  on  the  hardware,  since  no  guarantees  on 
response  and  repair  times  are  included  in  the 
contract.  It  is  more  a  question  of: 

•  Maintaining  standards  and 

•  Managing  the  users'  expectations. 

Exhibit  2  summarises  the  changes  which  are  under 
way  within  the  major  vendors'  organisations  in 
Europe. 


-  Experiment  with  and  foster  teamwork 


Source:  INPUT 


Exhibit  2 

Changes  Being  Implemented  in 
Support  Centres  Across  Europe 

•  Lower  unit  costs 

-  Re-allocate  specialist  resources 

-  Differentiate  centres  by  device  type 

•  Support  third-party  software 

-  Use  diagnostic  tools  to  'externalise' 
labour  costs 

-  Bring  third-party  products  into  the 
catalogue 

•  Revamp  the  escalation  process 

-  Use  flatter  organisation  structures 


This  Research  Bulletin  is  issued  as  part  of  INPUT'S  Customer  Services  Programme  for  the 
information  services  indusuy.  If  you  have  any  questions  or  comments  on  this  bulletin,  please  call  your  local  INPUT 
organisation  or  Peter  Lines  ai  INPUT,  17  Hill  Sueet,  Mayfair,  London  WIX  7FB  England.  (071)  493  9335,  Fax  (071)  629  0179 
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